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THE PATRIOT WAR, A CONTEMPORANEOUS
LETTER 1
St. Marys, Apr., 1, 1818
Sir, As I am ignorant that any direct agent of the
Government has communicated to the Department of
State the present situation of this Frontier and the
adjoining province of East Florida, and though I
believe it is not customary for a person holding a situation like mine under the administration to take
upon himself such responsibilities, specially when
there are officers more immediately connected with the
Government whose particular duty it is to acquaint it
with all matters of fact which may transpire within
their knowledge, I have taken the liberty of making
the following communication which I believe under
the present state of things it is my duty to do as a
private individual.
Much has been said with regard to the people called
Patriots and the Government is possessed no doubt of
all the important information concerning them, yet
the following facts I think are of as much consequence
though I have never seen them stated ; at least, on this
frontier we feel deeply interested in their result.
Before the arrival of General MacGregor at Amelia
Island in the month of June, last, the Province of East
Florida was in a disorganized state, especially that
part of it which is situated between the rivers St.
Johns and St. Marys. There were only three small
military establishments in the whole country, one at
St. Augustine, containing about 200 men, one on the
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waters of the St. Johns at a place called the Cow Ford
containing about 80 men, and the last at Amelia Island
where there were stationed 50 or 60 invalids, as they
might be with every correctness called, for they were
soldiers completely worn out with the service, some of
them having been in the Spanish Armies for 30 years.
The whole of the above force was poorly fed and
clothed , - and all in efficient strength was not equal
to half the number of young and well fed men. The
actual control of the Spanish authorities in the Province of East Florida was therefore quite, small and
extended but a little distance from the lines of the different fortifications. The people who inhabit the
Territory which lays between the two rivers mentioned before are a hardy and desperate set of men
who generally possess but little, if any, property except a rifle, a horse, and perhaps a few cattle or hogs
- and whom the barrenness, extent and nature of the
country have served to assimilate in character to the
aborigines of America, or the tribes of wandering
Arabs who roam about Africa. These men who had
generally been engaged in the Insurrection which took
place in the country in the year 1812 absolutely put
the Spanish authorities at defiance from that time till
sometime in the year 1816. During the time of their
complete Independence they established a kind of
Government amongst themselves, having found it impossible to live in a complete state of nature - and as
but a few of them had any inclination for agriculture,
the general poverty of the soil of the country not being adapted indeed to afford any considerable prospect to the honest and laborious husbandman, it being
principally that description of land called Pine Barren
which this people live on and which is only fit for grazing, they subsisted chiefly by aggression on the property of the people who were well disposed to the Span-
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ish Government and under its authority - negroes and
cattle were what pleased the rapacity of this people
most as they were able to turn the above description of
property to a better and more speedy account than
any other kind. The former they generally carried to
the back country where people are too anxious to obtain that description of property that they rarely
troubled themselves about the title of the seller whether
just or unjust - and with the cattle they have helped to
supply our markets in these frontier counties with
beef - not a single individual’s property in that country was safe who was not inimical to the Spanish
Government. A number of plantations were indeed
entirely broken up and the least connection with the
constituted authority was sufficient to provoke aggression on their part (as specially aggressor was so much
to their interest) against any individual who was unfortunate enough (I may say) to be any considerable
proprietor of negroes and cattle. There has been too
for a long time another source for the active exertion
of this people and which kind of depredation has been
carried to a very great extent by this and another set
of unprincipled men belonging to our country ; it has
been bringing Indian cattle from the Atlotehawa Territory where they were obtained without a purchase.
It is presumed a number of 1000 head of cattle have
been taken in this manner which have generally been
driven into the U. S. and here disposed of in the same
way as the same kind of property belonging to the
peaceable inhabitants of the Province has been. This
kind of injustice with which the Indians have been
treated has no doubt more than any other aggression
provoked the vengeance of that misguided people and
has been the primitive cause of involving this country
in the present war with them. With this horde of
men at last the Governor of East Florida was obliged
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to humiliate himself so far as to enter into a negotiation and make peace with, having found it impossible
with his slender forces to reduce them to a state of
subjection. The Treaty was principally made in consideration of the deplorable situation of the people
belonging to the Province who were disposed to live
quietly. The conditions of which were that the Insurgents should consent to be at peace with the rest
of the Province for which concession on their part
they were invested with the right of trying their own
criminals, of making their own laws, and of regulating
themselves generally as they pleased, but what those
Insurgents principally gained and what was the only
cause, I presume, that they were willing to conclude
in a treaty (when war on their part was in many respects so much more advantageous) was that the
Spanish Government agreed to perfect their different
titles to the lands they occupied which they knew in
case of a change of Government they held by a somewhat precarious tenure. As to the depredations committed on the Indians by stealing their cattle, they
still continued. The Spanish authorities were happy,
I presume, that they had averted mischief from their
own dons and did not provide for this irregularity tho
of so much concern to us. And indeed it was not in
their power to have made any stipulation on that subject which would have been effectual, for nothing
would have inforced it but a garrison on the confines
of the Indian Territory sufficient to have kept the people who had been engaged in this illegal traffic in awe.
But even under this state of affairs, things were far
better than before. The Province was gradually improving and perhaps in time especially in that country,
it would have become tolerably organized. When General MacGregor took possession of Amelia Island the
Spanish force on the St. Johns was then withdrawn
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and marched into St. Augustine. The People of the
country were accordingly left without protection or
control except immediately under the guns of the fortification in that place and on the north part of Amelia
Island. When General MacGregor commanded for a
time every thing went on more quietly than could have
been expected under the new state of affairs and the
disorganization that prevailed through the whole country, indeed the people of that part of the province to
whom I am referring, were even quiet during the
whole of his administration (which though tis true was
short) and were even more obedient to the Spanish
authorities than they had ever manifested themselves
to be before, having not much confidence perhaps in
General MacGregor’s final success ; or probably fearing
that such an event would lead to a cession of that
country to the United States, an event from which
they know they have but little hope. But the subsequent government of General Aury quickly wrought
a change in the face of affairs. The people who had
been quiet under the Insurgents, quickly returned to
all. their original habits which his administration gave
them an opportunity of following to the greatest pecuniary advantage. It is conjectured that during a
short time that General Aury was in command at
Amelia that more than a thousand Africans were illicitly introduced into the United States and chiefly
by the people who live on the other side of the St.
Marys river. They bought their negroes of General
Aury’s Patriots and carried them upon that side of
St. Marys river 50 or 60 miles to avoid the vigilance
of the revenue officers of the place and finally sold
them at a very great advance in the back parts of this
state or some of the adjoining ones. Nothing could
have caused these people to become more depraved
than they now manifest themselves to be. But this
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traffic in human blood they are unwilling to relinquish, tis so profitable a business since General Amy’s
government has been discontinued - not a free man
of colour is safe even on this side of the river. The
agents of these people are continually endeavoring to
inveigle them away that they may seize and kill them,
nor is the private property of the above description on
any plantation near this frontier safe. There is no
doubt that as many, if not more, Africans would have
been introduced into this country by the way of Amelia
Island if General MacGregor or Aury had never taken
possession of that Island as have been introduced into
the United States under’the Administration of the
last mentioned commander of that place. Arrangements were made to introduce a very great number
from the Island of Cuba which arrangements were
completely frustrated by the occupancy of Amelia
Island by General MacGregor, tho there is no doubt
that the Province of East Florida would have been
better organized than it is at present had the patriots,
as they are called generally, never become possessed
of Amelia Island. To conclude, Sir, there will never be
safety on this Frontier till that part of East Florida
that I am referring to is under the control of some
Government by being occupied by a body of troops
numerous enough to awe the people who at present inhabit it.
I am, Sir, your obt., servt.
To The Hon. John Quincy Adams
Belton A. Copp.
Secretary of State

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol5/iss3/9

6

